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Summary 
In their second year of college, He Tian buys an apartment five 
minutes from the university, and asks Mo Guanshan to move in with 
him. 
Notes 


LEE Hille Ne IM RA 


In their second year of college, He Tian buys an apartment five minutes 
from the university, and asks Mo Guanshan to move in with him. 


Guanshan squints at him over the top of his half-empty beer. “No,” he says, 
with ringing finality, despite the inebriation slurring his words. 


He Tian smiles, a little self-deprecating. He should’ve known, he thinks. “I 
should’ve gotten you more drunk first,” he says, instead, making himself 
smile wider. 


“T wouldn’t have agreed even if you’d bought me a hundred drinks,” 
Guanshan snaps back, waspish. “Why would I live with you?” 


In high school, there would’ve been countless reasons. Because Guanshan’s 
apartment was a hovel, and his building full of drug dealers, and liable to 
collapse in on top of his head at any moment. Because there was barely 
enough space for one person to breathe inside, and so He Tian was never 
allowed in for very long. But things have changed, now. Guanshan has a 
dorm room at the university, now. Why would he live with He Tian? 


“My riveting company,” He Tian suggests, off-handedly, and keeps smiling 
so that Guanshan can’t see how much it hurts when he only rolls his eyes 
and looks away. 


“Go get another round.” 


He Tian eyes the empty bottles already on their tiny, rickety table of the 
outdoor barbeque stand Guanshan frequents for the cheap prices and late 
hours, and He Tian frequents for Guanshan. The night has settled in deep; 
even now, the height of summer barely gone, there’s a chill in the air that 
has He Tian pushing down the sleeves he’d had rolled to his elbows earlier 
in the day. 


“Haven’t you had enough? Don’t you have a shift at the community center 
in the morning?” 


“You were the one who called me out,” Guanshan mutters, slumping a little 
in his seat. He blinks at He Tian slowly, eyes already bloodshot. The circles 
beneath his eyes are almost purple beneath the dim streetlights. He looks 
exhausted, but he always does. “Might as well make the most of it.” 


So He Tian, incapable of refusing Guanshan what he asks for on the rare 
occasions that he asks for them, gets up to get them another round. He 
shouldn’t. He’s had two beers to Guanshan’s half a dozen. He returns with 
two fresh bottles anyway, already sweating in his hands. When Guanshan 
cracks one open, he lifts his eyes to He Tian’s and says, as if surprised to 
find him there, “So why did you call me out?” 


To say that Guanshan has softened around the edges since their days at high 
school would be mostly an overstatement. He swears just as much as he’s 
always done and is just as indiscriminate with his glares and vitriol, but He 
Tian looks at him now and finds him - tempered. A little more settled. A 
little more himself. Maybe because he’s stopped picking up odd jobs to fill 
all hours of his day and works somewhere he likes better, at a community 
center tutoring low-income children, in between his courses in sociology at 
the university, building up his resume to become a social worker. Maybe 
because he’s a little more sure of his tomorrow, his next week, what he 
might be doing two years from now, where his next meal might come from. 


Maybe because with university in the way, He Tian finds himself with less 
and less excuse to be in his space all of the time. Because Guanshan can 
survive fine, now, without him, better than he’s ever been, even if he’d ever 
needed him. 


He Tian wonders why he’d even moved out. At least when they both still 
lived in the dorms, they were only a building away from each other. He 
Tian would put up with a lifetime of shared bathrooms and mixed-up 
laundry for that. 


“He Tian?” 


He Tian puts an automatic smile on his face. Guanshan’s expression is a 
little uncertain as he looks at him, lips on the edge of his beer bottle. He 


Tian reaches for his own, cracks it open too loudly against the edge of the 
table, touches it to Guanshan’s before lifting it for a drink. 


“Tf you don’t want to say, then I don’t know why I’m here at all,” Guanshan 
says, glaring a little half-heartedly. He drinks, anyway, the beer that He Tian 
had bought for him. 


He Tian had asked him out here to see if he wanted to move in with him. 
He’d saved pictures on his phone, in case Guanshan asked to see. It’s still 
mostly empty now, he’d say, so you can decorate it however you’d like. We 
can shop for furniture together. You’d build it, and I’d laugh and make fun 
of you the whole time, but then I’d kiss you and - 


“Your riveting company?” He Tian asks, tipping the side of his face into his 
palm to hide his mouth, and Guanshan snorts and drinks half his beer in one 


go. 


“If you wanted to do anything, then it’ll need to be at your place. Your new 
place. Whatever,” Guanshan says, not looking at him. His fingertips are a 
little red, closed around the cold of the beer. “My roommates are home 
tonight.” 


“Alright,” He Tian says, because he can pretend that’s all he wanted. He can 
do that. “But don’t you have shift in the morning?” 


“Whatever,” Guanshan says, again, and He Tian thinks maybe, he’s allowed 
to pretend that Guanshan wants this, too. 


In the morning, He Tian wakes alone. 


It’s not really a surprise. Guanshan never stays long enough for them to 
wake up together, and he has places to be today, bright and early on a 
Saturday morning. He Tian never really has anywhere to be, so he stays 
still, sprawled across his bed, for a moment longer. There are no blankets, 
because he hadn’t thought to buy them without Guanshan. Last night, he 


recalls falling asleep curled all the way around Guanshan, their bodies not 
yet cooled. 


The whole place smells like sweat and sex. He Tian can’t really bring 
himself to move, though, staring up at the blank ceiling, his hands moving 
slowly through the sheets, searching for residual warmth. 


The bed still smells a little like Guanshan. He Tian thinks about this a 
second longer, and then forces himself to sit up, feeling more pathetic than 
usual. He makes himself shower and dress out of the suitcase of clothes 
he’d brought over, and finds Guanshan’s jacket slung, half-forgotten, over 
the counter in the empty kitchen like he’d come in, thought about making 
something here, and then given it up as wasted effort. 


He Tian’s stomach grumbles a little. He opens the fridge, already knowing 
he’ ll find nothing, and then glances towards the kitchen table. There’s no 
note. When he goes back to the bedroom and searches around the floor until 
he finds his phone, there’s nothing there, either. Was he expecting 
something? 


There’s a text from his brother, though, brief and innocuous. How was the 
first week of second year? 


He Tian puts his phone into his pocket without even bothering to flick away 
the notification, and looks out at the sun glaring in from the floor-to-ceiling 
windows. He’d left the curtains open last night on purpose. This place 
really looks a lot like the one he’d lived in during high school. Maybe that 
was why Guanshan didn’t like it? 


He doesn’t know when all of this had started. Before, in middle school and 
then high school, he had just thought it was fun. A game to play. Guanshan 
was easy to rile up, and fascinating when he was angry. He showed all his 
emotions like they were nothing, like pretending to feel nothing or 
something else had never occurred to him. He was who he was, and he 
didn’t care if anyone else liked it or hated it, entirely without artifice. He 
Tian found it the most comforting thing in the world. The sex was nice, 
when that became a part of it, but He Tian hadn’t thought about asking him 
to stay, afterwards, until he couldn’t stop thinking about it. 


So he doesn’t know when all of this had started. He doesn’t know if he’d 
call it love, because he doesn’t know if he’s someone capable of such 
sentiment. But he thinks this is - something. This is something. 


He had chased the feeling all the way to university with him. He probably 
wouldn’t have taken the exams for it otherwise. It occurs to He Tian that he 
doesn’t really know where he would be, now, if not for Guanshan. 


One time last year, he’d gone over to Guanshan’s dorm room because at the 
time he was still oblivious enough to let himself do such things without 
thought, and he had reached for a cigarette. Guanshan had pulled a face and 
said that shit makes me nauseous, the first time he’d ever said it although 
He Tian’s probably smoked hundreds of cigarettes in his face before, and 
He Tian had found himself putting it away. He’d considered quitting, too, 
but that hadn’t taken. He’s not around Guanshan often enough for that. 


He Tian lights a cigarette now, because the apartment is empty anyway. The 
only furniture he has is the bed, and a kitchen table, and two chairs; he 
hadn’t thought to buy anything else without Guanshan. Maybe it doesn’t 
look enough like a home, this empty. Maybe if he had tried harder, 
Guanshan would’ve wanted to stay? 


He doesn’t know when all of this had started. Sometimes he wishes it 
hadn’t. Everything matters too much now. He doesn’t know how to deal 
with that, except by pretending it doesn’t. He does think, though, that 
maybe it was inevitable all along. There’s a reason he liked Guanshan the 
most in high school. 


Guanshan has places to be, most of the time. He has things to occupy his 
time. He Tian doesn’t. He finishes his cigarette and lights another without 
pause. When he finishes that, too, he discards it in the kitchen sink for lack 
of an ashtray. Every step he takes echoes, too loudly, in the empty space. He 
ought to get something to fill it. He spares another look at his still-silent 
phone, then grabs Guanshan’s jacket off the counter, and leaves the house. 


“Why are you wearing Guanshan’s jacket?” 


“I have a cat,” He Tian says, and smiles winningly at Jian Yi in the doorway 
of Zhengxi’s dorm room. 


“Well, what the fuck,” Jian Yi says, and turns to call over his shoulder, “He 
Tian has a cat!” 


“No,” Zhengxi calls back lazily, from inside. There’s the sound of 
something blowing up, and then the tinny electronic noises of video-game 
machine gun fire, over the soft tones of what sounds like one of Bach’s 
violin partitas. 


Jian Yi pauses, and then looks back at He Tian and shrugs. “Well, come in 
anyway. I want to see the cat.” 


He Tian, hugging the cat more tightly to his chest, tugs the zipper of 
Guanshan’s jacket a little higher up over them both and steps over the 
threshold. Jian Yi’s already shuffling barefoot over to Zhengxi’s bed, which 
He Tian, toeing his shoes off at the door, sees they’ve made into a makeshift 
sofa, Zhengxi’s computer propped up on a folding table in front of it. 
They’re playing some kind of FPS game with Jian Yi’s homework scattered 
all around them. 


It wasn’t really something they’d agreed on, coming together to the same 
university like this. He Tian had been very convinced, for a long time, that 
high school graduation was the last time he’d ever have a real reason to see 
anyone from school ever again. Zhengxi had been the one to pick his 
university first, and then Jian Yi had obviously followed suit; Guanshan had 
come along because it was the one that offered him the most scholarship, 
and then He Tian, obviously, had - 


The cat meows at him questioningly from inside his jacket. “Shh,” He Tian 
says, and twists away a little as Jian Yi reaches expectantly for it. 


Zhengxi says, “Do not let that thing out in my room,” without taking his 
eyes off the screen. He presses several buttons with impressive speed, and a 
kill notification flashes across the screen. 


“She’ll be very well behaved,” He Tian says, even though he also has no 
intention of letting the cat out in the room. Who knows what Jian Yi might 
try to do to it. “She’s potty-trained. The vet promised.” 


“Can’t I at least see her?” Jian Yi demands, crossing his arms and throwing 
himself down onto Zhengxi’s bed. 


He Tian glances at him. He drags Zhengxi’s chair from his desk over to sit 
with them, and then very slowly, pulls the zipper of the jacket down a little. 


The cat’s furry little head pokes out over the top, a paw already reaching to 
bat at the zipper inquisitively. She’s pure white all the way over, with bright 
blue eyes blinking sleepily around the room. She’s a purebred, the vet had 
told him when he’d taken her to be checked up after rescuing her from the 
shelter. She’ll be pretty, but she’ll probably have a whole host of medical 
issues later on in life. 


Jian Yi immediately begins cooing over her, and she takes it in stride, only 
hissing once and then submitting, quietly, to having her ears stroked and 
then pulled, a paw shaken. 


“She’s so soft,” Jian Yi marvels. 


“Where did you steal her from,” Zhengxi asks, sparing them a glance now 
that he’s won whatever game he’d been playing. “Are you going to give her 
back?” 


“Of course not,” He Tian says, and pulls the cat the rest of the way out of 
Jian Yi’s reach. She curls into his chest obligingly, already used to him. 
She’s probably the most terrible decision he’s ever made, but Guanshan has 
always been good at bringing out the worst in him. At least this time his 
brother probably won’t take her away from him. “She’s mine now. She was 
going to rot in the animal shelter without me. I’m doing a good deed, 
actually.” 


Zhengxi’s eyebrows rise. “Why were you at a animal shelter?” he asks, at 
the same time that Jian Yi says, “Do you know how to take care of her?” 


He Tian shrugs. “TIl figure it out. How hard can it be? Food, water, 
occasional walks?” 


“Do cats need to be walked?” 


To be honest, He Tian hadn’t gotten that far. He pauses. He doesn’t know 
what’s possessed him to offer to take care of another living creature when 
he can’t even take care of himself, but what he had said was true. He had 
been looking for furniture, really, but had passed by the animal shelter on 
the main street, and he had seen her, the smallest of her litter, cowering in a 
corner and already half-forgotten. He couldn’t leave her behind. She had 
gone willingly when he’d lifted her up, as if already tired of fighting. It was 
all the same either way, something to fill the space. 


Zhengxi says, “Your apartment will probably be big enough for her. I don’t 
think she’ll need to be walked.” And then he reaches out, too, as if unable 
to stop himself, to pet gently across the cat’s head once. 


Your apartment, He Tian thinks. He had told Zhengxi and Jian Yi that he 
was moving out of the dorms before he’d told Guanshan. They hadn’t asked 
any questions. Possibly they were more surprised that He Tian had even put 
up with a year of communal living at all. 


“What’s her name, then?” 


The cat yawns, curls tighter. He Tian puts a hand over her head, strokes 
softly, watches her fall slowly asleep, a warm weight against his palm. “I 
don’t know,” he says. “Pl figure that out, too.” 


When he looks back up, Zhengxi and Jian Yi are staring at him. Zhengxi’s 
expression, as always, is stiff and unreadable, but Jian Yi’s eyebrows have 


risen all the way into his hairline. “What,” he says. 


“No,” Zhengxi says, already shaking his head, but Jian Yi says, “I’ve never 
seen you look like that before.” 


He Tian says, “Like what?” 


“No,” Zhengxi says, again, and then glances at Jian Yi. Jian Yi must see 
something He Tian can’t parse in his eyes, because he also shakes his head. 


“Anyway, I thought you would be with Guanshan today,” Jian Yi says, 
quickly. “Isn’t he at the community center for the day? Why are you here?” 


“Because Guanshan’s at the community center for the day,” He Tian 
repeats, and smiles when Jian Yi makes an outraged noise at him. Jian Yi 
opens his mouth around the shape of a protest - 


And then Zhengxi says, suddenly, “Why are you wearing his jacket?” 
“Oh, yeah, why are you?” Jian Yi asks, straightening. 


“He was at my place,” He Tian says, and thinks that Zhengxi can probably 
read in between the lines even if Jian Yi can’t. “He left. So I got a cat, and 
now I’m here.” 


Jian Yi tilts his head at him quizzically. “Wait, how are those things 
related?” 


He Tian looks at him, so that he doesn’t have to look at Zhengxi, whose 
gaze is a little more knowing and steady then he’d like. “Well, I thought you 
guys might want to see the cat. Also, come buy things for it with me.” 


The music in the background stops. Zhengxi reaches out and presses a key 
on his laptop, and the song loops over. Jian Yi is beginning to frown slowly. 
“That’s not -” 


“Jian Yi hasn’t finished his coursework yet,” Zhengxi interrupts, and keeps 
looking at He Tian. 


He Tian thinks that Zhengxi knows, probably. Has been around them both 
enough to guess. He isn’t blind, nor as oblivious as Jian Yi. He’s never said 
anything about it, but then he wouldn’t. He has a good habit of keeping his 
nose out of business that isn’t his. He Tian hasn’t mentioned it either, but he 
wouldn’t, either. That would be admitting to too much. He Tian has made a 
bad habit of admitting to nothing, if he can help it. 


“Oh, but it would be fun!” Jian Yi, already all of the way distracted, swings 
around to turn large, pleading eyes on Zhengxi. “I’ve never had a pet 
before. And besides, He Tian would be helpless on his own!” 


“I would be helpless on my own,” He Tian repeats, with conviction, and 
smiles widely at Zhengxi, with all his teeth. 


“Didn’t you say the professor already gave you two extensions for all of 
this stuff,” Zhengxi sighs, gesturing around at the scattered paper all around 
them. They’re music sheets, filled with all sorts of scrawled notation, which 
would explain both the Bach and also why it’s been put off for so long. Jian 
Yi had opted into a composition elective during the summer term to make 
back the credits for classes failed in the spring, and had found it was an 
actual class instead of an hour a week he could spend sleeping to classical 
music. 


“Tt’ll be done, it'll be done. Come on, Xixi, who knows what He Tian might 
buy the cat all on his own. He’d probably get, like, the wrong kind of food 
and not enough vitamins and -” 


He Tian hadn’t been aware that cats needed vitamins. He remarks on this, 
out loud, just to help Jian Yi’s case. Zhengxi gives him a look like he knows 
exactly what He Tian’s doing, and He Tian smiles wider. 


“We’ll be back before dinner,” Zhengxi says, eventually, but he’s already 
getting up and going to the closet to change out his indoor hoodie for an 
outdoor hoodie. Zhengxi has always been particular like that. “And then 
you’re doing your homework, Jian Yi.” 


“Done!” Jian Yi says, and leaps off the bed to find his shoes. 


He Tian cradles the cat closer to his chest, and thinks about all the things 
they’re going to have to buy. He hadn’t realized exactly how many things 
pets needed until Jian Yi startled rattling them off excitedly, fishing his 
sneakers out from where they’ve been inexplicably wedged between 
Zhengxi’s desk and the wall. But it'll be nice, he thinks. The apartment 
won’t be so empty anymore. Maybe he’ll want to actually live there 
afterwards. 


Cats really are easier to take care of than Jian Yi had been making it out to 
be. He Tian gets the cat settled in his apartment with bowls of food and 
water and her new cat tree and bed, and leaves all the doors open for her to 
explore. There’s nothing much in here that she can break or wreck, and he 
doesn’t really care if she does anyway. Everything can be replaced. 


They’re really much like humans. Food, water, attention. He Tian leans his 
shoulder against the doorway of his bedroom and watches her prowl around 
the place for a while, and then reaches into his pocket for his phone. 


Done? Ill pick you up. 


The reply comes through in less than ten seconds, so Guanshan must 
already be done at the community center for the day. I can walk. 


Then Pll meet you at your dorm, He Tian responds, and slips the phone into 
his pocket so that he can pretend not to see Guanshan telling him can’t you 
just fuck off? 


This is the way it’s always been between the two of them. He Tian isn’t sure 
he knows anything that might change it, doesn’t know if he wants anything 
to change. Mostly he just wants all the things that Guanshan will give him, 
and then tells himself it’s enough. 


“Be good,” he tells the cat, bending to stroke at her ears when she comes to 
rub up against his legs, purring a little. “PI be back soon.” 


Night has fallen. He Tian tugs Guanshan’s jacket a little tighter around 
himself as he heads out. He takes a slight detour first to the noodle place 
Guanshan likes just off campus, and then walks into the university, winds 
up the path towards the dormitories, finds his familiar way to Guanshan’s 
building. Despite everything, Guanshan is already there, waiting to swipe 
him in. 


“Took you long enough, asshole,” Guanshan tells him. 


He Tian hefts the bag of food higher up. “I picked up dinner,” he says. 
“Aren’t you at least going to tell me you’re happy to see me?” 


“1’m happy to see you’ve picked up dinner.” Guanshan presses in closer to 
peer at the bag as they head for the bank of elevators. “What did you get?” 


There’s wonton soup, green onion pancakes, and a side of potstickers to 
share, all Guanshan’s favorites. This much He Tian can do. Guanshan 
Sweeps a scatter of loose notebook paper and open textbooks off his desk to 
go set the food up there, and glances up just in time to see He Tian shrug off 
his jacket. Guanshan squints at him suspiciously, as He Tian moves around 
him to go steal one of his roommate’s chairs to sit in. “Is that my jacket?” 


“You left it at my place. I’m returning it,” He Tian says, easily. For 
emphasis, he drapes it over Guanshan’s bedpost. 


“You were wearing it,” Guanshan corrects, and snaps a pair of disposable 
chopsticks apart, wrenches the plastic lid off the container of wonton soup. 


He Tian drags another chair over and sets it down close enough that their 
legs would press together, sitting and eating together at Guanshan’s 
cramped desk. “Your roommates aren’t home tonight?” he asks, reaching 
for his own container of soup. 


Guanshan eyes him over his food, noodles hanging off his chopsticks. “I 
don’t think so,” he says, and then, without pause, “I have to finish my 
coursework tonight, I have to go back to the community center tomorrow.” 


He Tian raises his eyebrows. “Alright?” 
“So you’re not staying tonight,” Guanshan says, and his ears go red. 


He Tian laughs a little. He breaks apart his own chopsticks, too, and finds 
he’s not really hungry. Guanshan’s already finished half the food. “Alright,” 
he says again. “I really was only asking where your roommates were.” 


“And I told you,” Guanshan says, obstinately. “But you’re not -” 


“Mn, alright,” He Tian agrees, and pushes his soup towards Guanshan. 
“You didn’t eat lunch again?” 


“You’re not eating this?” 
“Go ahead.” 


Guanshan shrugs at him and then reaches out to start inhaling He Tian’s 
portion, too. He Tian puts his chopsticks back down, and his elbow bangs 
into the bed, pushed right up against the side of the desk. He winces a little. 
“This would be easier if you’d just come to my place.” 


“T told you, I have coursework.” A pause. Guanshan swallows his mouthful, 
and says, “Don’t you?” 


He Tian shrugs. He supposes he does. It will get done, or it won’t. This isn’t 
something that matters to him. He pushes back from the desk, and goes to 
sit and then lie down on top of Guanshan’s bed, tilting his head up so that 
he can look at him. 


“He Tian -” 


“Tm not staying,” He Tian interrupts, digging his phone from his pocket so 
he can look at his texts and decide whether or not he feels like responding 
to any of them. “PII leave in a bit. I brought you dinner, are you really 
going to be heartless enough to just kick me out?” 


Guanshan looks at him for a moment, expression like he wants to say yes. 
Eventually, he just shakes his head and finishes his food, and then reaches 
for his backpack to tip out his notebooks and test papers to get to work. He 
Tian lets the screen of his phone go dark in front of him, pretending to look 
at it, looking instead at Guanshan. 


Guanshan doesn’t pay him any attention at all. He bends over his textbooks, 
eyebrows furrowed in concentration, incapable of being distracted. He had 
never really cared about his studies, He Tian thinks, until he realized what it 
was that he wanted to do in life, and how he could get there, that maybe this 
was something he could have. He Tian had heard him speak of it once, his 


eyes lit up, his shoulders relaxed, and thought about the fact that the only 
thing He Tian himself had ever wanted like this was Guanshan. 


He Tian doesn’t remember falling asleep, but when he wakes, the room is 
dark. There’s a warm body pressed a little hesitantly against him, as if not 
sure how much is too much, caging him in against the wall. Guanshan’s arm 
is stretched out across the mattress, fingers falling just short of He Tian’s 
cheek. 


He Tian takes a moment to look at his face, slack against the pillow, all of 
him curved towards He Tian, almost welcoming. Just looking, he thinks 
he’s allowed. Touch, only when it’s for sex, or to hurt. This is the way it’s 
always been for the two of them. He Tian doesn’t know what it would take, 
for that to change. 


So for a moment longer, he lies there, unblinking in the dark. Over 
Guanshan’s shoulder, on his roommate’s desk across the room, the green 
digits of an alarm clock tells him it’s approaching three in the morning. He 
Tian waits for it to tick over another minute, and then another, and then 
another, feeling more wide awake than he’s ever been. 


Maybe it’s impossible for things to change. Maybe it’s not anything that He 
Tian will ever be able to do. Maybe it’s not something that he’s allowed. 


When it comes to three-thirty, He Tian sits up slowly, inch by inch, so that 
Guanshan won’t be jostled by the movement. He props himself up over him 
and then tips over and off the bed. When he finally manages to straighten 
and look back down at him, Guanshan hasn’t so much as stirred. His hand, 
though, has reached into the space left behind. 


Something clenches inside his chest. He Tian takes Guanshan’s jacket up 
from the bedpost, shrugs back into it. Then he lets himself out of the room, 
closing the door as gently as he can after himself. He smokes half a pack of 
cigarettes on the walk back to the apartment. 


On Sunday, only Jian Yi responds to his texts, demanding pictures of the cat 
instead of answering any of He Tian’s questions. But he already knows 
where Guanshan will be, so He Tian finds himself waiting outside the 
community center at dusk, anyway, a bag of groceries in his hand. If he 
stopped coming by, how long would it be before he saw Guanshan again? 


“Stop stalking me,” Mo Guanshan says, without any heat, when he comes 
out with his backpack slung messily over his shoulder, and sees He Tian 
there. “Haven’t you got anything better to do?” 


No, He Tian thinks, and smiles instead. He lifts the grocery bag in his hand. 
“Come cook dinner for me, Little Mo.” 


They’ve done this a hundred times before. “What’s in it for me?” Guanshan 
sneers, although he’s already coming in closer to fall into step with He Tian, 
although they both already know where he’s spending the evening and 
probably the night. 


“Free food.” He Tian pauses. “That you’ll cook, of course. And I’ll pay you 
to put furniture together for me.” 


Guanshan stares at him a moment longer, and then reaches out to grab the 
groceries from him, peering inside. “Did you even get anything good? You 
always get the stupidest things ... He Tian, you idiot, what am I supposed to 
do with a mango?” 


He Tian takes Guanshan’s elbow and begins steering them further down the 
street, where his car is waiting. “You know I’m helpless without you,” he 
says, without really thinking about it, sticking a hand into his pocket to find 
his keys. 


Guanshan’s mostly quiet on the drive back to He Tian’s new apartment. He 
Tian concentrates on finding his way in the dark, winding down new streets, 
and doesn’t notice that Guanshan’s fallen asleep with his head knocking 
into the window until he’s parked in the underground garage. Beneath the 
fluorescent lights streaking in, his face looks thin and shadowed. He Tian 
cuts the engine and lets the car settle into silence around them. 


Guanshan had placed the bag of groceries at his feet, when he’d gotten in. 
He Tian reaches for it now, hasn’t had time to straighten before Guanshan’s 
mumbling awake, a hand sliding against He Tian’s wrist. His skin is very 
cold. Guanshan says, “I can get it,” and pulls the bag out of He Tian’s grip. 


It feels like they’re in high school again. They ride the elevator up to the 
eighteenth floor and He Tian puts his thumb against the handle of his front 
door to unlock it, just barely stops himself from asking if Guanshan wants 
to enter his fingerprint in, too. It would make sense. He would be able to 
talk around it. Guanshan’s around so often, he might as well, just in case of 
emergencies, just in case - 


The door makes a cheerful tone as it locks back up behind them. Guanshan, 
yawning and stretching, carries the groceries directly into the kitchen 
without a second look. 


He Tian lingers in the foyer for a moment longer, staring down at 
Guanshan’s worn sneakers beside his own designer pair. There are a bunch 
of boxes in the doorway, courtesy of furniture delivery earlier in the day. He 
contemplates, briefly, shoving all of them directly down the garbage chute. 


There’s a yelp in the kitchen. “He Tian! What the fuck is this!” 


He Tian huffs a breath of laughter. He steps into new house slippers, 
unwraps a second pair for Guanshan as he goes to join him in the kitchen. 
Guanshan is pressed up against the counter, staring down at the cat staring 
up at him. 


“What, you’ve never seen a cat before? Put these on first.” He Tian throws 
the slippers down on the ground, and then bends to pick up the cat, who 
meows at him sleepily and goes immediately limp in his arms. Barely a day, 
and she’s already used to him, or at least not bothered enough to fight. How 
strange. 


“You got a cat?” 


“I moved out of the dorms. I thought I might as well pick something up to 
celebrate.” 


“That’s - people buy like wine, or a new microwave, for that. That’s a cat.” 


“I’m well aware,” He Tian agrees, and offers the cat to Guanshan. “You 
want to say hello, or at least keep your voice down? You’re scaring her.” 


The cat doesn’t look scared in the least. She looks about ready to go back to 
Sleep in He Tian’s hold. 


Guanshan stares at He Tian. “Do you even know how to take care of her?” 


It’s already the second time today he’s been asked the same question. He 
Tian knows he shouldn’t be surprised, but he feels a prickle of annoyance 
anyway. “I’ve kept myself alive for twenty years. I figure living with me 
shouldn’t be so much a death sentence as you’re making it sound.” 


“But that’s a cat.” 


“What’s for dinner, Guanshan?” He Tian asks, and twists away from him to 
go put the cat down in the bed Jian Yi had picked out for her earlier today. 


Red braised beef is for dinner, with a side of blanched greens that Guanshan 
drizzles over with sesame oil and oyster sauce, and a pot of pork rib soup 
that Guanshan claims will keep well, as if He Tian will bother to eat 
anything in this house without Guanshan. He Tian is put on rice-washing 
duty and then stand-at-the-side-and-don’t-help duty after he’s done, so he 
spends most of the time making his way through a can of beer and enticing 
short, incomplete stories of Guanshan’s day out of him. There’s a seven- 
year-old boy at the community center that he knows Guanshan is 
particularly close to, not the least because his father is currently 
incarcerated and his mother works so many shifts at the local hospital that 
the kid has to spend most of his time outside of school at the center. He 
Tian makes a point to ask about him, sees the way that Guanshan’s eyes 
flicker, the way his expression goes a little more open, when he tells He 
Tian the kid had scored well on his latest math exam and doing better on all 
his others and maybe doesn’t need to go to remedial classes anymore after 
this semester. 


When they settle down at the table to eat, Guanshan’s jaw cracks with how 
widely he yawns. He Tian says, “If you were tired, we could’ve ordered 
takeout.” 


Guanshan gives him a look. “If I told you I was tired, would you have let 
me go home?” 


He Tian smiles. “No,” and then, pushing the plate of vegetables closer to 
him, “come on, eat up, you need to keep your strength up.” 


Guanshan puts half his bowl of rice into his mouth in one go. Chewing, he 
looks up at He Tian. He says, a little awkwardly, “Aren’t you going to eat?” 


He Tian hasn’t picked up his chopsticks yet. “Let me go feed the cat first,” 
he says, already standing up to push back from the table. 


There’s a pause. Guanshan says, voice a little strange, “He Tian, why did 
you get a cat?” 


He Tian pauses, too, at the look on Guanshan’s face. He sits back down 
again, slowly, wondering what it is that Guanshan wants him to say, if he 
will be able to figure it out in time enough to say it. “Well, you refused to 
move in with me,” he says, smiling a little. It comes easily to him. “I’m 
scared of living alone, you see. I’m a huge coward.” 


Guanshan’s eyebrows furrow. “Bullshit,” he says. He’s set down his 
chopsticks. 


He Tian’s eyebrows lift. “I said, do you want to move in with me and you 
said no.” 


“That’s not what I was talking about, and you know it,” Guanshan says. 
“You lived alone in high school.” 


“You were at my place almost everyday in high school,” He Tian says. 
More carefully, “Guanshan, what are you trying to say?” 


“What are you trying to say,” Guanshan spits back at him, a little derisive, 
mostly looking pissed now. “Why can’t you ever just say the things that you 


mean?” 


“I -” He Tian laughs a little, confused. “You’re going to need to be a little 
more specific. Again, I distinctly recall saying do you want to move in with 
me ed 


“You bought a cat because I refused to move in with you? You didn’t even 
stay last night.” 


“You told me not to,” He Tian says, no idea at all where Guanshan’s trying 
to go with this. “Are you really getting angry at me for doing what you told 
me to?” 


Guanshan just looks at him over the table of food he’s made them. He looks 
less angry now, maybe because he can tell He Tian hasn’t got a clue what’s 
going on. It’s so rare that He Tian doesn’t know what’s going on. He 
thought he was good at reading Guanshan, but he can’t understand what’s 
set him off, or what any of this has to do with the cat or the way He Tian 
can’t bring himself to say anything that matters. He thought they were just 
eating dinner. 


“He Tian,” Guanshan says, sounding very tired, “why did you make me 
come home with you today?” 


“For dinner,” He Tian says. “Aren’t we having dinner?” 
“You can eat dinner without me.” 
“No, I really couldn’t. You made the dinner, you see. Guanshan, what -” 


“That’s exactly what I mean,” Guanshan interrupts, and although his voice 
hasn’t risen the way it usually does when he’s mad, he shoves his chair back 
so violently that it topples over. That it clatters and echoes, in the empty 
apartment He Tian is already thinking of selling. With only him and the cat, 
there doesn’t seem to be any point in staying here. “Why do you never say 
anything you mean? You think everyone has the time and energy to guess 
riddles with you?” 


He Tian’s smile feels frozen on his face. He can’t seem to make it go away. 
He tilts his head up to look Guanshan in the eyes, and says, “I don’t know 
what you want from me, Guanshan. You already turned me down. This is 
just dinner. Aren’t we having dinner?” 


“You’re never serious about anything,” Guanshan says, like this is 
something that makes sense to say, like it has anything to do with what 
they’re talking about. Although He Tian wouldn’t know what they’re 
talking about at all. “You’re always - smiling, and laughing it off, and I 
never know - He Tian, what am I doing here tonight?” 


“Aren’t we having dinner,” He Tian repeats, for the third time, although he 
can tell by now that this isn’t what Guanshan wants to hear. He doesn’t 
know what Guanshan wants to hear, or he would’ve said it by now. He just 
thought they were having dinner, like they’ve done a hundred times before, 
like this is high school again. It was nice, in high school, always able to 
count on Guanshan doing what he wanted, going where he wanted, reacting 
like he wanted. 


“Just dinner?” 
“You could stay over. Isn’t that what we always do?” 


“No,” Guanshan says. His voice is cold, which is strange, because it’s never 
cold when he’s angry. He usually yells, when he’s angry. He must be angry, 
though. He Tian can’t think of anything else. “No, that’s not what we 
always do. That’s what we do when you want to.” 


Everything is incomprehensible. He Tian realizes, with some surprise, that 
he’s getting annoyed. “Or you could leave,” he says, unable to stop himself. 
“Is that what you want me to say? That you can leave?” 


“You were the one who asked me to come,” Guanshan says, already 
spinning around, going to get his things from where he’d shed them at the 
door when they’d come in. “I’m not a pet, you know. You’ve got your 
goddamned cat now for that. I’m not someone who’s just obliged to drop 
everything and -” 


“I don’t think I’ve ever said you were.” He Tian gets up, too, slowly, his 
limbs feeling unwilling to move. He follows Guanshan to the door, to watch 
him shrug on the backpack that he hadn’t been bothered to zip up, throw He 
Tian’s house slippers somewhere into a forgotten corner. What does any of 
this has to do with the cat? What on earth is Guanshan so angry about? He 
pushes down the urge to throw something fragile at the wall, tries one last 
time. “Guanshan, what are you talking about?” 


Guanshan spins around to look at him. His eyes are burning. He’s gotten 
thinner again. “Are you going to tell me I can’t leave?” 


“I - no,” He Tian says. He won’t do that. He’ll trick and complain and 
wheedle into Guanshan into doing all the things he wants, but he won’t take 
Guanshan’s arms and put them behind his back and force him to stay. He 
doesn’t think he’s ever done that before; he doesn’t understand what 
Guanshan’s saying. He wishes Guanshan would just try and punch him, and 
then they’ ll fight, and He Tian will be able to pin him to the ground and 
demand answers. “No, but what -” 


“Then I’m leaving,” Guanshan tells him, doesn’t yell, doesn’t scream, just 
grabs the jacket He Tian had stolen from him and leaves. 


He Tian swears beneath his breath at the closing door. He stands there for a 
second longer, just staring at it, wondering if he’s supposed to - what, run 
out after him? Call his name? Grab his hand, pull him back? They’re not 
like that. They’ve never been like that. He Tian knows he wants all the 
things Guanshan will never give him, so he just stands there, and tries to 
remember how to breathe. All of it was always impermanent anyway. He 
doesn’t know why he’s angry, or surprised. 


When he finally musters up the energy to go back into the kitchen, he sees 
the food still laid out there on the table, going cold by now. Guanshan had 
spent over an hour preparing all of it, and had taken less than two bites. He 
must be hungry. He Tian wonders what Guanshan’s doing for dinner 
instead. He sits back down, and experimentally tips one of the plates over 
the edge of the table. 


It crashes and shatters apart. Sauce splatters across the floor, the legs of the 
table, He Tian’s pants. In his bedroom, the cat yowls in surprise and comes 
skittering out to meet him. 


“No, everything’s alright,” He Tian tells her, and sinks to sit on the floor 
with her. She climbs into his lap, meowing inquisitively. He Tian puts a 
hand in beneath her chin and begins scratching; she stretches out so that he 
can reach better and then starts purring, the most trusting thing in the 
world. 


In their last year of high school, He Tian had reached out and caught 
Guanshan’s hand while he was in the act of leaving. Guanshan had looked 
down at him, moonlight spilling over all of his bare skin. He Tian had said, 
mostly still asleep, “You can stay, if you wanted.” 


And Guanshan had paused, but then stayed, the one and only time He Tian 
had woken up with him still in his bed. Maybe that was when it started, if 
He Tian were to admit to anything real. 


“How long have you been here?” 


He Tian squints. “Ah,” he says, and raises his glass in salute. “My knight in 
shining armor?” 


“Your cat’s looking for you,” Zhengxi says, and gives the women around 
He Tian a look. He Tian glances at them, waves a hand dismissively, and 
they disperse, leaving behind only a cloud of perfume and lipstick on He 
Tian’s neck. Zhengxi settles down at the booth gingerly next to He Tian, a 
very careful distance away, and reaches for the remote to turn off the disco 
light effects in the private KTV room, turn down the volume of the song 
playing on the screen. “Ah. Subtle.” 


He Tian glances up at the screen. It’s some song about love and loss, 
heartbreak and letting go and never recovering. A cockroach, crushed 


beneath someone’s foot. “I wasn’t the one who picked it.” 


Zhengxi eyes the empty bottles scatted on the table in front of them, the 
overflowing ashtray. “The whole day?” 


“Hm?” 
“You’ve been here the whole day?” 


“I don’t know,” He Tian says truthfully, and puts down his glass. Zhengxi 
moves it immediately out of his reach, and he watches it go with only a 
little remorse. It was terrible liquor, anyway. He digs in his pocket for 
another cigarette instead. “What time is it?” 


Zhengxi doesn’t respond to this, maybe because he’s guessed correctly that 
He Tian doesn’t actually care. “Your cat’s looking for you,” he repeats. 


“You’ve said that. I’m not sure what it means.” 


“Tt means that she’s clawed down half the walls in your apartment. You’re 
not getting your deposit back.” Zhengxi reaches out and plucks the cigarette 
from He Tian’s hands and tears it in half before He Tian even has the time 
to look for a lighter. 


“Well, good thing I bought that place.” 
“Yes,” Zhengxi says, “why did you do that?” 


He Tian sighs and leans back. He tilts his head up to look at the ceiling. 
“You know, I’m not sure, either,” he says, and then, “Why aren’t you Jian 
Yi?” 


Zhengxi sighs, too. “He’s taking care of your cat. At least Guanshan was 
able to guess your password and get us in before it took down your whole 
building. There’s pee everywhere. You should never have bought that 
thing.” 


“T’m sure I left out enough food for it.” 


“Tt was looking for you,” Zhengxi says. “Is that so hard to comprehend? 
Also, you smell like a sewer. Did you have sex in here?” 


He Tian bursts out laughing. “Your estimation of me is lower than I’d ever 
expected,” he says, almost approvingly. “Where’s Little Mo now, then?” 


A pause. “What did you guys fight about now?” Zhengxi asks, instead of 
answering the question, which means that Guanshan’s still pissed at him 
and Zhengxi is staying out of it, as he always does. 


He Tian’s been thinking about that the entire time he’s been here. He wishes 
he were too drunk to have this conversation. He says, again, “I’m not sure, 
either.” 


Zhengxi considers this. “He didn’t seem that mad. He was just - he looked 
really tired. You should apologize.” 


“Why am I the one who has to apologize,” He Tian says, without much 
heat. He feels tired, too. 


Zhengxi raises an eyebrow. “Are you not?” 


Usually, this would not be an unfair accusation. Usually, He Tian would 
take it in stride, laugh it off, maybe be a little nicer to Guanshan the next 
time they met. This time feels different. He says, “It’s been almost two 
years. I asked him to move in with me. He said no, and that would be fine, 
except he got mad when I made a joke about it. I don’t understand why I 
have to apologize.” 


There’s a long stretch of silence, during which He Tian contemplates how 
fast he would have to move in order to get his glass back, feeling suddenly 
in need of a drink, and Zhengxi contemplates - whatever it is he’s 
contemplating that’s making his face do terrible things, like look sorry for 
He Tian. 


“How did you ask?” 


He Tian fumbles in his pocket for another cigarette, pulls his lighter out 
with it. This time, when he puts it to his lips, Zhengxi doesn’t stop him. He 
does, however, move a few inches further away from him. “How does 
anyone ask?” He Tian says, and blows smoke at the ceiling. “With words.” 


“You’re not great with words, frankly,” Zhengxi tells him. “What exactly 
did you -” 


“Move in with me,” He Tian interrupts. 
Zhengxi goes quiet again. 


He Tian laughs a little, suddenly feeling like none of it matters. Why does 
any of it matter? This is the way it’s always been, and he’s given up on 
trying to make anything change. “You’re not going to tell me Guanshan 
somehow misunderstood that, are you? I asked, and he said no, and now 
he’s mad at me because - I don’t know why he’s mad at me. I’ve been here 
for as long as I’ve been here, trying to figure that out. So you can tell me 
why he’s mad, or you can give me my drink back and get out.” 


Zhengxi says, suddenly, “It’s because he needs to be sure.” 


He Tian frowns. He’s only taken one inhale of his cigarette, and it’s already 
burned almost halfway down. He flicks it, disinterested, onto the table; 
Zhengxi glares at him and goes to stub it out properly in the ashtray. “What 
are you talking about?” 


“You said it like a joke,” Zhengxi says. “Even when you were saying it to 
me, it sounded like you were brushing it off. You’re not serious about 
anything. Nothing seems to matter to you. Guanshan is - he needs to be 
sure, and you’ve never given him anything to be sure about.” 


He Tian thinks about this. He thinks this hurts, a little, near his chest, like 
he can’t quite breathe properly. “I’ve known him since middle school,” he 
says. “I see him almost everyday. I bring him dinner. I’ve memorized his 
schedule. I’ve never given him anything to be sure about?” 


Zhengxi gives him a pitying look. “You treat everything like it’s one-use, 
discardable, easily replaced. You’re careless with all your things. Your 
relationship with everyone feels like a game. Did he know it wasn’t a joke? 
Did you ask again?” 


“1,” He Tian says, wanting to protest, and stops. “It wasn’t a joke,” he tries, 
and it sounds pathetic, even to his own ears. “I - you know that.” It occurs 
to He Tian that maybe Zhengxi is the only person who knows that. 


Zhengxi raises an eyebrow. “Guanshan doesn’t really have a lot of 
experience with good things,” he says, quieter. He crosses his arms, glances 
away from He Tian, looks thoughtful. “Good things that stay. I’m sure you 
know that, better than anyone.” He pauses. “To be clear, I’m talking about 
you. You’re a good thing, for him, even though I still really can’t 
understand why.” 


“Thanks,” He Tian says. 


“So if you meant it, then you should let him know. If it’s not a joke, then 
don’t treat it like one.” Zhengxi nods a little, as if satisfied. He straightens 
up, and then peels himself off the booth with a distinct look of disgust. “I’m 
going now. You can come, or not.” 


Zhengxi’s already at the door by the time He Tian stands. “Wait up,” he 
says, and goes to catch up. 


The cat has clawed deep gouges in all his walls. Good thing he hasn’t even 
thought about putting curtains up either, or else probably those would be 
destroyed, too. “You’re a vicious creature,” He Tian says, a little delighted 
about it, stroking the cat curled in his arms. She purrs and pushes her face 
into his armpit, where she falls immediately asleep. 


He Tian lets the cat sleep for a while longer as he moves slowly through all 
the rooms, taking stock of damage done before Jian Yi had come in and 
managed to restrain her. By the time he’d come back, Jian Yi had been the 
only one left, which was probably a good thing considering the way he 


smelled and probably looked. Jian Yi had given him a look and then taken a 
step back and said, She’s all yours, I can’t believe I ever thought she was 
cute. 


He Tian looks at his marked walls and scratched table and the way most of 
the things Guanshan had brought over into the kitchen have been tipped 
over onto the floor. Their dinner is still splattered over the floor where He 
Tian had left it, but at least she appears to have left that well alone. It’s not 
her fault, though. She was just looking for He Tian. It makes sense, not 
wanting to be left behind. 


In his bedroom, He Tian sets her down on top of his own sheets and then 
goes back out to survey the blankness of the whole apartment. There’s a cat, 
but there’s nothing else. It doesn’t look even halfway like a home. Not like 
a place anyone was meant to stay. 


No wonder Guanshan didn’t want to stay. He Tian’s never given him 
anything to want to stay for. 


He Tian starts in the kitchen, first, cleaning up the mess he’d made the night 
Guanshan had left. He sweeps up the food and sticks it into a trash bag to 
take out later, sets the dishes into the sink to soak, mops up the floor. The 
cat walks around his legs the entire time, meowing curiously. He Tian 
doesn’t know how to explain to her what he’s trying to. He’s not even sure 
what he’s trying to do, himself. 


He doesn’t know what it would take, for things to change; he’s never tried 
before. He thinks he wants to try, now. He already has a cat. It feels like he 
might as well. 


He goes back to the doorway next, to pull in all the heavy boxes of furniture 
he’d ordered on a whim, that he had imagined Guanshan might build for 
him simply because he wanted so badly for him to exist in this space, for 
the both of them, put together furniture meant for the two of them. He 
thinks maybe he’d gone about all of this the wrong way. He’s trying to 
make things change. It should stop feeling so much, probably, like he’s the 
one constantly asking things of Guanshan, and Guanshan constantly the one 
being pulled along. 


That’s the way it’s always been for the two of them. Things should change. 


He Tian doesn’t know how long all of it takes to put together and arrange 
clumsily, to the best of what he can manage alone. He takes a break in the 
middle because the cat needs food and water, and then catches a glimpse of 
himself in the mirror and decides to take a shower while he’s at it, order 
takeout because he can’t remember the last time he ate anything. The sun 
rises, possibly. It sets for sure, because by the time He Tian’s pushing the 
bookshelf into place next to the sofa, he looks towards the windows to see if 
he has the energy to put up curtains, and sees that everything is dark. 


There are three missed calls on his phone, one from his brother and two 
from Jian Yi. Beneath them, there is a text waiting quietly on the screen 
from Guanshan, two simple words: You awake? 


He Tian wonders if Zhengxi had told Guanshan anything about the state 
he’d found He Tian in. He wonders what Guanshan is looking for. He so 
rarely comes to seek He Tian out of his own accord. He Tian presses down 
on the notification, ready to respond, and then pauses. Not everything is 
done yet. He has - there are other things he wants to do for Guanshan. 


He puts the phone down again. When he turns to get back to work, he finds 
the cat sitting at his feet, head tilted up towards him quizzically. 


“A little while longer,” He Tian tells her, and then bends down a little to rub 
at her head, rest his palm on top of her head. She rubs herself up against 
him, her tail coming up to brush against the inside of his wrist as if telling 
him to stay, as if apologizing. He sighs a little. What a strange feeling, to be 
depended upon like this. “I know it wasn’t your fault. Zhengxi said you 
were just looking for me.” 


The cat begins purring. “Yes,” He Tian agrees. “We’re almost done. Just a 
little while longer, now.” 


He Tian looks up, then, and takes stock of all the rest of the things he wants 
to change for Guanshan. Wants to provide for him. Curtains, he thinks. 
Next, he’ll do curtains. He straightens, ignores the aches in all his bones, 
and gets back to work. 


“Oh, you’re here,” He Tian says when he answers the door at the first ring 
of the bell, and he sounds too surprised even to himself. 


“You were the one who told me to come,” Guanshan says. His mouth is a 
flat line, his hands stuffed deep in his pockets. He looks reluctant and 
withdrawn, but he’s here, when He Tian had told him to come. He Tian 
doesn’t know if that says more about himself, or Guanshan. “Zhengxi told 
me you looked bad when he found you. But if you’re not, like, dying -” 


“I got a cat because you don’t want to live with me, and I didn’t want to be 
alone anymore,” He Tian blurts, before Guanshan can turn around and 
leave. 


Guanshan, already one foot raised to step backwards, puts his foot back 
down again. He squints suspiciously at He Tian, like he’s not entirely sure 
that he’s heard right. 


“Would you at least come in first, at least,” He Tian says, before Guanshan 
can react properly. He has a plan for this, sort of. None of it involved 
yelling at each other in the hallway, which he feels like they might do if 
they’re forced to talk about it out here. “There’s - food. Sort of.” 


“Did you cook,” Guanshan says doubtfully. 


“The faith you have in me,” He Tian says, mostly on autopilot, and before 
Guanshan can scoff and leave for real, adds hastily, “I ordered takeout.” 
Then he steps backwards, holds the door open a little wider. The cat meows 
in the crook of his elbow. He sees Guanshan’s eyes dart towards it, and then 
away, and then back again, before he finally relents and steps inside. 


The burnt smell from He Tian’s misguided attempt at dumplings still hasn’t 
really gone away yet, and opening all the windows in this sort of weather 
means that Guanshan shivers almost immediately once over the threshold, 
and He Tian has managed to shut the door after him. Guanshan opens his 
mouth, probably in a complaint, but then his eyes catch on the living room 
just beyond the entryway and He Tian sees him do a very visible double- 


take. It melts the frown between his eyebrows, replaces it with confusion. 
He says, “What did you do to your apartment?” 


He Tian puts house slippers down carefully in front of Guanshan. “What?” 


“It’s -” Guanshan hesitates, stepping almost absently into the slippers after 
he toes off his sneakers. “Did you hire someone?” 


“Tf you’re talking about the furniture, I built it,” He Tian says. He had 
thought about hiring someone, actually, once he’d built the first chair and 
was Staring at the pile still left to go. His shoulders are still aching, and he 
doesn’t think his knee, where he’d banged it when trying to wrestle a 
particularly stubborn part into place, will ever be the same, but everything 
is done, and he’d done it all himself. “I did try to cook myself, too, but I 
think we’ ll both be glad that didn’t work out.” 


“Tt smells like you set something on fire.” 


“Well, yes,” He Tian says, and puts his hand, hastily bandaged, into his 
pocket. “It’s - will you go sit at the table first? Pl just go put the cat in my 
bedroom.” 


“Why?” 


He Tian pauses. He’d already been halfway turned around towards his 
bedroom. “What?” he asks again, feeling desperately out of his depth. He 
had thought Guanshan would be yelling at him by now, considering how 
he’d left last time. Considering how Guanshan looks already so close to 
leaving. It’s strange, having a conversation like this. 


“Ts it her bedtime,” Guanshan says, sounding as uncomfortable as He Tian 
thinks he must look. 


“No,” He Tian says. “But you don’t like her. Do you?” 
Guanshan frowns. “Why do you think I don’t like her?” 


He Tian opens his mouth, and then closes it again. Then he holds out the cat 
in his arms towards Guanshan. “I’m going to get drinks, then. You can hold 


her. Sit at the table.” He hesitates. “Please.” 


Guanshan’s eyebrows go all the way up, but he doesn’t comment. He 
reaches out and takes the cat instead, a little awkwardly, hands fumbling 
until they figure out a way to hold. The cat blinks curiously up at him for a 
moment, limp and obedient, and then yawns wide enough to show off all 
her little incisors. Guanshan’s expression softens, his eyes lowered, in a 
way that He Tian thinks he would hate to let anyone see, so He Tian looks 
away. 


The takeout is still in bags on top of the cleaned kitchen table, because He 
Tian hadn’t had the time to set out the food before Guanshan had come. 
Guanshan had come a lot earlier than he’d expected, mainly because He 
Tian hadn’t expected Guanshan to come over at all. He’s still wondering 
what it means by the time he returns from the kitchen with two beers in 
hand, and finds that Guanshan is sitting, very still, at the table with the cat 
cradled in her arms. 


“She fell asleep,” Guanshan tells him, when He Tian comes in. He still 
sounds a little in shock. 


He Tian sets one of the beers down in front of Guanshan. “She does that,” 
he says, and then, “you can put her down, she won’t wake. Are you - did 
you eat dinner?” 


Guanshan gives him a look. He asks, “Where?” 
“Just - in my bedroom. She has a bed there.” 


Guanshan stands to go put the cat down in He Tian’s bedroom. He Tian 
stares at his retreating back for a while, blinking slowly, and then goes to 
pull open the plastic bags and set out the containers of food. He’d gotten all 
Guanshan’s favorites, from a private kitchen almost too expensive to bear, 
but He Tian has money, and he wants Guanshan to have all the things that 
he wants. When Guanshan comes back out to join him, without the cat, he’s 
got all the lids open and is contemplating if he wants to put them out onto 
proper plates. He should’ve done this earlier, so that Guanshan could have 


come in and see everything set up nicely. He looks up at Guanshan as he 
sits, and says, “What -” 


“Your hand,” Guanshan interrupts. He’s frowning again. 


He Tian glances down at his right hand. He’d done a bad job bandaging it 
up after he’d scalded himself trying to cook dumplings, but at least he’s 
sure that it won’t scar. He turns his wrist over, to hide the worst of it from 
sight. “Are you worrying about me?” he teases, trying for a joke, before he 
realizes that maybe he shouldn’t. He opens his mouth to take it back - 


“Yes,” Guanshan says, sounding very firm. “Did you do that to yourself 
when you tried cooking? Don’t you know you’re a hazard to everyone in 
your apartment building when you do that?” 


“Uh,” He Tian says, his brain still caught on the first word. 
Guanshan glances up at him, and then away. He’s flushed a little, around 
the ears. “Don’t you always just call me over to cook for you,” he says, 


most of it mumbled and only a little intelligible. 


“Well, yes,” He Tian says. “But that would be defeating the point a little, 
here. Which - aren’t you angry at me?” 


“Yes,” Guanshan answers, without hesitation. “You’re a piece of shit. I 
don’t know why I’m here.” 


He Tian considers this. That would make two of them, he thinks. “I have a 
speech.” 


Guanshan’s eyebrows rise. “I’m leaving.” 


“But you’re here already,” He Tian says, smiling winningly. “Don’t you 
want to eat dinner at least?” 


“Pm not listening to your speech.” 


But despite it all, Guanshan stays seated, sprawled at the table with He 
Tian, eyeing him warily over the food he’d bought. His shoulders are a little 


curved in around himself, but he’s looking at He Tian. The door is right 
there, and He Tian won’t think of stopping him this time around, but 
Guanshan does not move. Which is probably why He Tian finds it in 
himself enough to say, 


“I really wanted you to move in with me. Why won’t you move in with 
me?” 


Guanshan just sits and stares at him for a while, mostly unreadable. He Tian 
had thought he knew how to read Guanshan, but apparently not when it 
matters. The food is going cold on the table; He Tian wishes he had started 
with that, instead of - of anything else that might make Guanshan leave. 


Guanshan says, very measured, “I’m not your pet, He Tian.” 


“I don’t,” He Tian says, almost immediately, without thinking, and then has 
to stop. Guanshan’s eyebrows rise, expression sarcastic, daring He Tian to 
finish. He Tian doesn’t finish. He looks down at the table and wishes he had 
something stronger than beer and then looks back up and makes himself 
say, “That was in the beginning. Years ago.” 


Guanshan’s eyebrows rise higher. “Has anything changed?” 


Have they not? He Tian finds himself a little at a loss of words, for the 
things that Guanshan hasn’t noticed. It had felt like the world to him, but 
Guanshan hasn’t noticed? He asks, “Guanshan, do you know that you’re the 
only person I’ve wanted to know, not just to have?” 


Guanshan frowns. “I don’t know what that means.” 


“Tt means there are many things that I can buy with money,” He Tian says. 
He feels like something is lodged in his throat. He feels like someone has 
reached into the empty cavity of his chest and slowly, very slowly, dragging 
his heart out into the light. He wants to throw up instead of keep talking, but 
he keeps talking anyway. “It means that I can have almost anything I want, 
if I offered enough for it, and I’m used to that. Don’t you know that 
already? But that’s not what I want with you. I want you to - want to move 
in with me, too.” 


And Guanshan just looks at him, something unfathomable in his eyes, tone 
almost light when he says, “You bought a cat.” 


“I know.” 
“Pm not your pet.” 
“T’ve already said -” 


Guanshan says, very flatly, “I come when you call. I do what you want. 
Aren’t I your pet? Isn’t it enough now that you have a cat?” 


“Tf you did what I wanted, then we wouldn’t be having this conversation at 
all,” He Tian says, and lifts his can of beer to drain half of it in one go. He 
feels like he’s said too much already. He wonders, vaguely, if there’s a point 
to this at all. 


Guanshan’s still watching him, warily, when he puts the drink back down. 
He says, “I don’t know where I stand with you. I haven’t known, since high 
school. You’ve never said a damn thing. You’re saying these things like it’s 
obvious, like I’m stupid for not knowing. How was I supposed to know?” 


He Tian hadn’t realized he had to say these things, too. It was so obvious to 
him, it was so obvious to everyone around him, why was Guanshan the only 
one - “Well, I’m telling you now,” he says, unable to hold back the note of 
impatience in his voice. “Is that enough? Do you know, now?” 


“Know what?” 


He Tian stares at Guanshan, whose eyebrows are still raised, who’s still 
watching him. He wants him to say it, He Tian thinks. He hadn’t really had 
a speech. He had not planned on saying any of this out loud. He had thought 
they knew each other well enough - but Guanshan wants him to say it. It’s 
only now, struggling for the words, that he realize that Guanshan wants him 
to say it, and that he has no idea how to say it. 


He says, “I want you to want the same things.” 


Guanshan doesn’t say anything. 


“Guanshan, please,” He Tian says, because he can’t bring himself to say 
anything else. 


“Please,” Guanshan echoes back at him, and then falls silent again, just 
looking at him. 


He Tian takes a breath, shuts his eyes tight, very briefly, and then says, “I 
want you to stay not just one night, but for the rest of my life. I’ve wanted 
that since we were in high school. It wasn’t like that in the beginning, you’d 
know better than anyone else, but something changed, and I didn’t know 
how to deal with that. I still don’t know how to deal with it. I’m sorry if it 
felt like nothing changed, for you, that you still don’t know how I feel, but 
I’m telling you - I bought this place so you could have somewhere to call 
home properly. I built all this goddamned furniture for you. I got a cat 
because you didn’t want to move in with me, and I bought this place for us, 
so if you don’t stay I think I’m going to sell the house and move into your 
dorm room with you.” He Tian swallows, and realizes that he can feel his 
heartbeat in his palms. “Is that enough?” 


“You’re so stupid,” Guanshan tells him, expression unchanged. 
“That’s not an answer.” 


The side of Guanshan’s mouth twitches, like he wants to smile. “He Tian,” 
he says. 


“Yes,” He Tian says. 
“I have roommates. You can’t move into my dorm room with me.” 
“So?” 


“So, don’t sell the house.” 


Later, Guanshan unwinds the shitty bandaging job He Tian had done on 
himself and drags them both over to the newly assembled couch so that he 


can swear at He Tian and carefully, very gently, apply medicine and fresh 
bandages for him. 


“While you’re at it, could you massage my knee too,” He Tian says. “I 
think I sprained it, out of love.” 


Guanshan gives him a look, at the same time that He Tian realizes what he’s 
said - that he hadn’t said it as a joke, although it was phrased like one, and 
that Guanshan probably knows this by now, too. But he doesn’t mention it, 
just says, “Why didn’t you just hire someone to build the furniture for you? 
Or - I thought you would just get an interior designer. Buy the furniture that 
doesn’t need assembling. You can afford it.” 


“You’d think that was a waste of money,” He Tian says. He looks at the 
straight slash of Guanshan’s eyebrows, bent over his hand, cradling it 
almost gently in his own as he inspects the burn. Does this count as holding 
hands? He Tian wants to throw himself out the window. 


Guanshan doesn’t say anything for a moment, seemingly focused on 
spreading the medicine as evenly as possible over the burn - bright red at 
first, already fading into a pink by now - with the cotton bud, reaching for 
the roll of gauze and bandages at his knee. Honestly, He Tian’s a little 
surprised at how gently he’s being handled. They’re not really people who 
are gentle with each other, which he reflects is possibly why Guanshan 
hadn’t understood what he’d meant when he’d first asked him to move in. 
He says, “Isn’t this the point when you’d tell me to go to the hospital and 
stop wasting your time?” 


Guanshan says, “It’s not serious enough for the hospital. You’d waste more 
time there, and money.” 


He Tian thinks he should stop prodding. He says, “I can afford it.” 
Guanshan flicks his gaze up at him, eyes narrowed, as he pulls the bandages 


into place. He doesn’t let go of He Tian’s hand. “You want me to tell you to 
go to the hospital and stop wasting my time?” 


He Tian considers this, and the expression on Guanshan’s face. Guanshan 
usually says what he means. Maybe it’s not so hard to do the same. “No,” 
He Tian says, honestly. “Not if you want to do this for me.” 


“I don’t mind,” Guanshan says, and glances away again, back down at He 
Tian’s bandaged hand. He still isn’t letting go. He says, a little mumbly and 
quiet like he doesn’t really want He Tian to hear, “I didn’t think you were 
someone who needed this.” 


He Tian says, “I didn’t think you were someone who wanted to do these 
things. For me, I mean.” 


“For you,” Guanshan repeats, and then his hand spasms briefly around He 
Tian’s, as if he means it as an answer instead, but doesn’t know how to say. 


There are many things that He Tian still wants to say, that he still doesn’t 
know how to put into words, too. That this feeling isn’t new, that it’s been 
here for a while, except that he didn’t know what it meant, didn’t know 
what to do with it. That he hopes it will last. That he hadn’t thought he was 
someone capable of such feeling, but now he knows that it’s not true, and 
he knows it only because of Guanshan. There are so many things he wants 
to say; he doesn’t know how to say any of them. But that’s alright, he 
thinks, staring down at the way Guanshan has turned his hand beneath his, 
moved their fingers together. That’s alright, they have time. 


They have time, they have time. 
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